THE  MATERIALIST  CONCEPTION   OF  HISTORY
conditions.   It is true that in our time, in which a great
many persons devote themselves to the study of economic
conditions and statistic material is superabundant, it
is in most cases possible to be more or less exactly in-
formed, though even to-day the causes as well as the
consequences of changes that occur are not always easy
to discover and are frequently open to controversy, while
the changes themselves are often so gradual that for
a long time they escape our notice.   Yet, on the whole,
we are now well aware of,economic conditions and we
are perfectly  conscious  of the  characteristics  of our
system of economics.    Of the past, however, we know
but little;   history, so far as economics is concerned,
is mute.   Up to the first half of the nineteenth century,
statistics  were  neglected  and  in  their  infancy;    our
knowledge of the economic conditions of former times
is desultory and in every way inferior to that of all other
spheres of life in the past.   We have constantly to fall
back upon inferences and conjectures.    Concerning all
that Marx calls the superstructure, we are fairly well
informed ; there are plenty of documents and the sources
are inexhaustible ; whereas our notions of what, accord-
ing to him, is alone important, the economic foundations,
are comparatively small and inconsiderable.1
1 After immense toil and industry during long years of patient research,
G. dj Avenel has, in his Histcire economique de la $ropri&tet des sala*re$t
etc. en France (vols. i.-v., Paris, 1892 sqq.), collected the most important
economic data for the period from 1200 to 1800 in France. Other students
have attempted similar, though not equally comprehensive, works concerning
other times and countries. It seemed impossible to Avenel to find reliable
and exact data in sufficient quantities for dates prior to 1200.
A small quantity of data and facts are extant from antique times con-
cerning some of the regions which belonged to the Roman Empire. From a
thousand years of Roman history scarcely half a dozen economic treatises
have reached us. As to the vast regions outside the Roman Empire, we
have to content ourselves with a few statements and with inferences from
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